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(57) ABSTRACT

A memory device includes a plurality of stacks of conductive
strips, a plurality of word lines over and orthogonal to the
plurality of stacks of conductive strips, a plurality of vertical
gate columns, and control circuitry. The plurality of word
lines is electrically coupled to the plurality of vertical gate
columns acting as gates controlling current flow in the plu-
rality of stacks of conductive strips. The plurality of word
lines including a first word line and a second word line adja-
cent to each other. The plurality of vertical gate columns is
between the plurality of stacks of conductive strips. The plu-
rality of vertical gate columns includes a first set of vertical
gate columns electrically coupled to the first word line and a
second set of vertical gate columns electrically coupled to the
second word line. The first set of vertical gate columns is
staggered relative to the second set of vertical gate columns.
The control circuitry controls the plurality of word lines as
gates to control current flow in the plurality of stacks of
conductive strips, and controls nonvolatile memory opera-
tions.
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1
3D NAND NONVOLATILE MEMORY WITH
STAGGERED VERTICAL GATES

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Patent Application No. 62/041,505, filed on 25 Aug. 2014,
which application is incorporated by reference as if fully set
forth herein.

BACKGROUND

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to high density memory
devices, and particularly to memory devices in which mul-
tiple planes of memory cells are arranged to provide a three-
dimensional 3D array.

2. Description of Related Art

FIG. 1is alayout view of part of a 3D vertical gate memory
array with vertical gates at regular intervals. The layout view
can be further understood in view of subsequent figures. Word
lines 2, 4, and 6 run across the top surface of the 3D vertical
gate memory array. Word line 2, 4, and 6 are electrically
coupled to vertical gate columns (such as vertical gate col-
umns 8, 10,12, 14, and 16) running into the page. The vertical
gate columns electrically that are coupled to the same word
line are electrically isolated, by dielectric columns (such as
dielectric columns 18, 20, 22, 24, and 26), from the vertical
gate columns that are electrically coupled to an adjacent word
line.

Conductive strips 28, 30, 32, and 34 are the top strip in a
stack of strips that alternate between conductive and dielec-
tric strips. Current flow through the conductive strips 28, 30,
32, and 34 is shown by respective arrows running the length of
the conductive strips. In the direction running into the page,
each stack of strips alternates between conductive and dielec-
tric strips.

The vertical gate columns apply biases to control current
flow in the conductive strips such as conductive strips 28, 30,
32, and 34. The vertical gate columns also control current
flow in other conductive strips, not visible in the figure but
positioned more deeply in the stacks of strips (more deeply in
the direction running into the page).

Charge storage structures, such as charge storage struc-
tures 36,38,40, 42,44, 46, 48, and 50, are positioned adjacent
to both sides of the stacks of strips. An example of charge
storage structures is silicon oxide-silicon nitride-silicon
oxide. The charge stored in the proximate part of the charge
storage structures alters the bias to be applied by the adjacent
vertical gate column in order to cause current flow in the
proximate part of the conductive strip.

Each memory device is a double gated device. The gates
are on each side of the conductive strip acting as a channel. A
charge storage structure is also on each side of the conductive
strip acting as a channel, in between the conductive strip in the
middle and each gate on each side of the conductive strip.

The vertical gate columns electrically coupled to a first
word line are aligned with the vertical gate columns electri-
cally coupled to a second word line adjacent to the first word
line. Similarly, the dielectric columns on a first side of a
particular word line are aligned with the dielectric columns on
a second side of the particular word line; the first side and
second side are on opposite sides of the particular word line.
Word lines are positioned only over the vertical gate columns,
and not positioned over the dielectric columns. The resulting
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2

large gaps between the word lines electrically coupled to
aligned rows of vertical gate columns represent a design limit
to memory density.

It would be desirable to increase the memory density of
three-dimensional integrated circuit memory.

SUMMARY

One aspect of the technology is a memory device compris-
ing a plurality of stacks of conductive strips, a plurality of
word lines over and orthogonal to the plurality of stacks of
conductive strips, a plurality of vertical gate columns between
the plurality of stacks of conductive strips, and control cir-
cuitry.

The plurality of word lines is electrically coupled to a
plurality of vertical gate columns acting as gates controlling
current flow in the plurality of stacks of conductive strips. The
plurality of word lines including a first word line and a second
word line adjacent to each other.

The plurality of vertical gate columns includes a first set of
vertical gate columns electrically coupled to the first word
line and a second set of vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to the second word line. The first set of vertical gate
columns is staggered relative to the second set of vertical gate
columns. Such staggering results in a honeycomb pattern.

The control circuitry controls the plurality of word lines as
gates to control current flow in the plurality of stacks of
conductive strips, and controlling nonvolatile memory opera-
tions.

In one embodiment of the technology, the first set of ver-
tical gate columns is staggered relative to the second set of
vertical gate columns, such that the first set of vertical gate
columns is separated by a first set of gate column gaps along
the first word line, the second set of vertical gate columns is
separated by a second set of gate column gaps along the
second word line, the first set of vertical gate columns adja-
cent to the second set of gate column gaps, and the second set
of vertical gate columns adjacent to the first set of gate col-
umn gaps.

In one embodiment of the technology, the plurality of ver-
tical gate columns have curved exterior surfaces.

One embodiment of the technology further comprises a
plurality of curved charge storage structure layers surround-
ing the plurality of vertical gate columns. In one embodiment
of'the technology, adjacent stacks ofthe plurality of stacks are
separated by a volume having a length, and the volume alter-
nates along the length between (i) dielectric fill and (ii) one of
the plurality of vertical gate columns surrounded by one of the
plurality of curved charge storage structure layers.

One embodiment of the technology further comprises a
plurality of flat charge storage structure layers on opposite
sides of the plurality of vertical gate columns. In one embodi-
ment of the technology, adjacent stacks of the plurality of
stacks are separated by a volume having a length, and the
volume alternates along the length between (i) dielectric fill
and (ii) one of the plurality of vertical gate columns having
flat charge storage structure layers on opposite sides of the
plurality of vertical gate columns.

In one embodiment of the technology, the control circuitry
performs a read operation by applying a read bias to a selected
one of the plurality of word lines, and applying an off bias to
another word line of the plurality of word lines adjacent to the
selected one of the plurality of word lines. In one embodiment
of'the technology, the control circuitry performs a read opera-
tion by applying a read bias to a selected one of the plurality
ofword lines, and applying an oft bias to two word lines of the



US 9,349,745 B2

3

plurality of word lines adjacent to the selected one of the
plurality of word lines on opposite sides of the selected one of
the plurality of word lines.

Another aspect of the technology is a method, comprising:

forming a plurality of stacks of conductive strips separated

by a plurality of gaps;

forming a plurality of word lines over and orthogonal to the

plurality of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality of
word lines electrically coupled to a plurality of vertical
gate columns acting as gates controlling current flow in
the plurality of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality
of word lines including a first word line and a second
word line adjacent to each other;

forming the plurality of vertical gate columns between the

plurality of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality of
vertical gate columns including a first set of vertical gate
columns electrically coupled to the first word line and a
second set of vertical gate columns electrically coupled
to the second word line, the first set of vertical gate
columns staggered relative to the second set of vertical
gate columns; and

forming control circuitry controlling the plurality of word

lines as gates to control current flow in the plurality of
stacks of conductive strips and to control nonvolatile
memory operations.

One embodiment of the technology further comprises:

forming charge storage structure layers and gate material in

the plurality of gaps;

etching the gate material to leave the plurality of vertical

gate columns separated by a plurality of holes; and
forming dielectric in the plurality of holes.

One embodiment of the technology further comprises:

forming dielectric in the plurality of gaps;

etching the dielectric and pluralities of stacks of conductive

strips to form cavities centered in the dielectric in
between the stacks of conductive strips; and

forming the plurality of vertical gate columns in the cavi-

ties.

In one embodiment of the technology, the first set of ver-
tical gate columns is staggered relative to the second set of
vertical gate columns, such that the first set of vertical gate
columns is separated by a first set of gate column gaps along
the first word line, the second set of vertical gate columns is
separated by a second set of gate column gaps along the
second word line, the first set of vertical gate columns adja-
cent to the second set of gate column gaps, the second set of
vertical gate columns adjacent to the first set of gate column
gaps.

In one embodiment of the technology, the plurality of ver-
tical gate columns have curved exterior surfaces.

One embodiment of the technology further comprises a
plurality of curved charge storage structure layers surround-
ing the plurality of vertical gate columns. In one embodiment
of'the technology, adjacent stacks ofthe plurality of stacks are
separated by a volume having a length, and the volume alter-
nates along the length between (i) dielectric fill and (ii) one of
the plurality of vertical gate columns surrounded by one of the
plurality of curved charge storage structure layers.

One embodiment of the technology further comprises a
plurality of flat charge storage structure layers on opposite
sides of the plurality of vertical gate columns. In one embodi-
ment of the technology, adjacent stacks of the plurality of
stacks are separated by a volume having a length, and the
volume alternates along the length between (i) dielectric fill
and (ii) one of the plurality of vertical gate columns having
flat charge storage structure layers on opposite sides of the
plurality of vertical gate columns.
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In one embodiment of the technology, the control circuitry
performs a read operation by applying a read bias to a selected
one of the plurality of word lines, and applying an off bias to
another word line of the plurality of word lines adjacent to the
selected one of the plurality of word lines. In one embodiment
of'the technology, the control circuitry performs a read opera-
tion by applying a read bias to a selected one of the plurality
ofword lines, and applying an oft bias to two word lines of the
plurality of word lines adjacent to the selected one of the
plurality of word lines on opposite sides of the selected one of
the plurality of word lines.

Other aspects and advantages of the present invention can
be seen on review of the drawings, the detailed description
and the claims, which follow.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG.1 is alayout view of part of a 3D vertical gate memory
array with vertical gates at regular intervals.

FIG. 2 is alayout view of part of a 3D vertical gate memory
array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.

FIG. 3 is a layout view of part of an alternative 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.

FIGS. 4 and 5 are cross-sections of the vertical gate column
of FIG. 3 surrounded by a charge storage structure.

FIG. 6 is a perspective of an implementation of a 3D
vertical gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered
intervals.

FIGS. 7-18 show a process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals,
of FIG. 2.

FIGS. 19-28 show a process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals,
of FIG. 3.

FIGS. 29-31 show bias arrangements applied to the word
lines for performing memory operations on the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.

FIG. 32 is a simplified block diagram of an integrated
circuit memory having a 3D vertical gate memory array with
vertical gates at staggered intervals.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A detailed description of embodiments of the present
invention is provided with reference to the FIGS. 2-32.

FIG. 2 is alayout view of part of a 3D vertical gate memory
array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.

Word lines 103, 104, 105, 106, and 107 run across the top
surface of the 3D vertical gate memory array. Word lines 103,
104,105,106, and 107 are electrically coupled to vertical gate
columns (such as vertical gate columns 108, 110, 112, 114,
and 116) running into the page. Example word line materials
are metal and polysilicon which can be covered with low-
resistance silicide such as cobalt silicide. More generally, the
word lines can comprise a variety of materials including
doped semiconductors, metals, and conductive compounds
like Si, Ge, SiGe, SiC, TiN, TaN, W, and Pt.

Dielectric columns (such as dielectric columns 118, 120,
122, 124, and 126) isolate vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to a word line from other vertical gate columns that
are electrically coupled to another word line. For example,
dielectric columns electrically isolate vertical gate columns
electrically coupled to word line 103 from vertical gate col-
umns electrically coupled to word line 105. In another
example, dielectric columns electrically isolate vertical gate
columns electrically coupled to word line 104 from vertical
gate columns electrically coupled to word line 106.
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Vertical gate columns electrically coupled to word line 103
are aligned with vertical gate columns electrically coupled to
word line 105 and with vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to word line 107. Vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to word line 104 are aligned with vertical gate col-
umns electrically coupled to word line 106. The vertical gate
columns can comprise semiconductor materials adapted to
act as channels for the memory cells, including such materials
as Si, Ge, SiGE, GaAs, SiC, and graphene.

Vertical gate columns electrically coupled to word lines
103, 105, and 107 are staggered relative to vertical gate col-
umns electrically coupled to word lines 104 and 106. For
example, the vertical gate columns coupled to word line 103
are separated by a first set of gaps along word line 103, where
the first set of gaps are filled by dielectric columns and con-
ductive strips. The vertical gate columns coupled to word line
104 are separated by a second set of gaps along word line 104,
where the second set of gaps are filled by dielectric columns
and conductive strips. The vertical gate columns coupled to
word line 103 are adjacent to the second set of gaps instead of
being adjacent to the vertical gate columns coupled to word
line 104. The vertical gate columns coupled to word line 104
are adjacent to the first set of gaps instead of being adjacent to
the vertical gate columns coupled to word line 103.

Such staggering of the vertical gate columns results in a
honeycomb pattern, which allows a larger memory density.
Consecutively adjacent word lines can be labeled as alternat-
ing between even word lines and odd word lines. The vertical
gate columns electrically coupled to an even word line are
aligned with vertical gate columns electrically coupled to
other even word lines. The vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to an odd word line are aligned with vertical gate
columns electrically coupled to other odd word lines.
Because the space between two adjacent odd word lines is
occupied by an even word line (state another way, because the
space between two adjacent even word lines is occupied by an
odd word line), memory density is increased.

Conductive strips 128,130,132, and 134 are the top strip in
a stack of strips that alternate between conductive and dielec-
tric strips. Current flow through the conductive strips 128,
130, 132, and 134 is shown by respective arrows running the
length of the conductive strips. In the direction running into
the page, each stack of strips alternates between conductive
and dielectric strips. Each strip supports a NAND string of
nonvolatile memory cells.

The vertical gate columns apply biases to control current
flow in the conductive strips such as conductive strips 128,
130, 132, and 134. The vertical gate columns also control
current flow in other conductive strips, not visible in the figure
but positioned more deeply in the stacks of strips (more
deeply in the direction running into the page).

Charge storage structures, such as charge storage struc-
tures 136, 138, 140, 142, 144, 146, 148, and 150, are posi-
tioned adjacent to both sides of the stacks of strips. An
example of charge storage structures is silicon oxide-silicon
nitride-silicon oxide. More generally, charge storage struc-
tures in the memory device, can comprise multilayer dielec-
tric charge trapping structures known from flash memory
technologies, such as SONOS, BE-SONOS, TANOS, and
MA BE-SONOS and so on. The charge stored in the proxi-
mate part of the charge storage structures alters the bias to be
applied by the adjacent vertical gate column in order to cause
current flow in the proximate part of the conductive strip.
Examples of memory operations are provided elsewhere.

Each memory device is a single gated device. At a particu-
lar point along a conductive strip, a vertical gate column
acting as a gate is on just one side of the conductive strip,
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rather than on both sides of the conductive strip. Charge
storage is in between the conductive strip in the middle and
the gate on one side of the conductive strip.

Any particular vertical gate column acts as a gate to the
device on both sides of the gate. In each layer of conductive
strips, the same gate controls whether current flows in the
portion of the conductive strip on both sides of the gate, such
that the same gate controls the device on both sides of the
gate. However, a memory operation can select one particular
conductive strip on just one side of the gate, such that in a
memory operation one memory device is selected.

FIG. 3 is a layout view of part of an alternative 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.

Word lines 203, 204, 205, 206, and 207 run across the top
surface of the 3D vertical gate memory array. Word lines 203,
204,205,206, and 207 are electrically coupled to vertical gate
columns (such as vertical gate columns 238 and 242) running
into the page. Example word line materials are metal and
polysilicon which can be covered with low-resistance silicide
such as cobalt silicide. More generally, the word lines can
comprise a variety of materials including doped semiconduc-
tors, metals, and conductive compounds like Si, Ge, SiGe,
SiC, TiN, TaN, W, and Pt.

Dielectric columns (such as dielectric columns 218, 220,
222,224, and 226) isolate vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to a word line from other vertical gate columns that
are electrically coupled to another word line. For example,
dielectric columns electrically isolate vertical gate columns
electrically coupled to word line 203 from vertical gate col-
umns electrically coupled to word line 205. In another
example, dielectric columns electrically isolate vertical gate
columns electrically coupled to word line 204 from vertical
gate columns electrically coupled to word line 206.

Vertical gate columns electrically coupled to word line 203
are aligned with vertical gate columns electrically coupled to
word line 205 and with vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to word line 207. Vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to word line 204 are aligned with vertical gate col-
umns electrically coupled to word line 206. The vertical gate
columns can comprise semiconductor materials adapted to
act as channels for the memory cells, including such materials
as Si, Ge, SiGE, GaAs, SiC, and graphene.

Vertical gate columns electrically coupled to word lines
203, 205, and 207 are staggered relative to vertical gate col-
umns electrically coupled to word lines 204 and 206. For
example, the vertical gate columns coupled to word line 203
are separated by a first set of gaps along word line 203, where
the first set of gaps are filled by dielectric columns and con-
ductive strips. The vertical gate columns coupled to word line
204 are separated by a second set of gaps along word line 204,
where the second set of gaps are filled by dielectric columns
and conductive strips. The vertical gate columns coupled to
word line 203 are adjacent to the second set of gaps instead of
being adjacent to the vertical gate columns coupled to word
line 204. The vertical gate columns coupled to word line 204
are adjacent to the first set of gaps instead of being adjacent to
the vertical gate columns coupled to word line 203.

Such staggering of the vertical gate columns results in a
honeycomb pattern, which allows a larger memory density.
Consecutively adjacent word lines can be labeled as alternat-
ing between even word line and odd word lines. The vertical
gate columns electrically coupled to an even word line are
aligned with vertical gate columns electrically coupled to
other even word lines. The vertical gate columns electrically
coupled to an odd word line are aligned with vertical gate
columns electrically coupled to other odd word lines.
Because the space between two adjacent odd word lines is
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occupied by an even word line (state another way, because the
space between two adjacent even word lines is occupied by an
odd word line), memory density is increased.

Conductive strips 228,230, 232, and 234 are the top strip in
a stack of strips that alternate between conductive and dielec-
tric strips. Current flow through the conductive strips 228,
230, 232, and 234 is shown by respective arrows running the
length of the conductive strips. The arrows are stylistically
shown curving back and forth along the conductive strips
around vertical gate columns that appear on alternating sides
of'the conductive strips. In the direction running into the page,
each stack of strips alternates between conductive and dielec-
tric strips. Each strip supports a NAND string of nonvolatile
memory cells.

Each memory device is a single gated device. At a particu-
lar point along a conductive strip, a vertical gate column
acting as a gate is on just one side of the conductive strip,
rather than on both sides of the conductive strip. A charge
storage structure is in between the conductive strip in the
middle and the gate on one side of the conductive strip.

Any particular vertical gate column acts as a gate to the
device on both sides of the gate. In each layer of conductive
strips, the same gate controls whether current flows in the
portion of the conductive strip on both sides of the gate, such
that the same gate controls the device on both sides of the
gate. However, a memory operation can select one particular
conductive strip on just one side of the gate, such that in a
memory operation one memory device is selected.

The vertical gate columns apply biases to control current
flow in the conductive strips such as conductive strips 228,
230, 232, and 234. The vertical gate columns also control
current flow in other conductive strips, not visible in the figure
but positioned more deeply in the stacks of strips (more
deeply in the direction running into the page).

A charge storage structures are wrapped around each ver-
tical gate column, such as vertical gate column 238 and 242.
An example of a charge storage structure is silicon oxide-
silicon nitride-silicon oxide. More generally, charge storage
structures in the memory device, can comprise multilayer
dielectric charge trapping structures known from flash
memory technologies, such as SONOS, BE-SONOS,
TANOS, and MA BE-SONOS and so on. The charge stored in
the proximate charge storage structure alters the bias to be
applied by the adjacent vertical gate column in order to cause
current flow in the proximate part of the conductive strip.
Examples of memory operations are discussed below.

In FIGS. 2 and 3, an example diameter range of the dielec-
tric columns 118,120, 122, 124, and 126; and the vertical gate
column 238 and 242 has an example range of 40-50 nm. In
other embodiments the dielectric columns and the vertical
gate column can have cross-sections that are square, rectan-
gular, circular, and/or other shapes at one or more of the word
line layers.

An example pitch of the dielectric columns 118, 120, 122,
124, and 126; and the vertical gate column 238 and 242 has an
example range of 80-100 nm, with a half pitch of 40-50 nm.
The word line half-pitch has an example range of 20-25 nm.
The strip stack pitch has an example range of 80-100 nm, or
half-pitch with an example range of 40-50 nm. The word line
pitch is than the pitch of the vertical gate columns along a
single word line. For example, word line pitch is halfthe pitch
of the vertical gates along a single word line. The low word
line pitch is a result of the staggered vertical gate columns. In
alternative layouts, the fraction of the word line pitch to the
vertical gates along a single word line is, %4, %, or other
inverse of a power of 2. Alternative embodiments have lay-
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8

outs with word line pitches that are “nondichotomous™ or
other fractions that are not an inverse of a power of 2 and yet
smaller than 1.

Each 4F? area has two areas of charge storage structure that
can store data. So each memory cell occupies 2F>. If each
memory cell can perform MLC storing 2 data bits, or TLC
storing 3 data bits, memory density can exceed 1 Tb with 32
conductive strip layers in a single integrated circuit of area
less than 160 mm?.

FIGS. 4 and 5 are cross-sections of the vertical gate column
of FIG. 3 surrounded by a charge storage structure.

In a representative device of FIG. 4, the charge storage
structure can include a bandgap engineered composite tun-
neling dielectric layer comprising a layer of silicon dioxide
320 less than 2 nm thick, alayer of silicon nitride 322 less than
3 nm thick, and a layer of silicon dioxide 324 less than 4 nm
thick. In one embodiment, the composite tunneling dielectric
layer consists of an ultrathin silicon oxide layer O1 320
(e.g. <=15 A), an ultrathin silicon nitride layer N1 322
(e.g. <=30 A) and an ultrathin silicon oxide layer O2 324
(e.g.<=35 A), which results in an increase in the valence band
energy level of about 2.6 €V at an offset 15 A or less from the
interface with the semiconductor body. The O2 layer sepa-
rates the N1 layer from the charge trapping layer, at a second
offset (e.g. about 30 A to 45 A from the interface), by a region
of lower valence band energy level (higher hole tunneling
barrier) and higher conduction band energy level. The electric
field sufficient to induce hole tunneling raises the valence
band energy level after the second location to a level that
effectively eliminates the hole tunneling barrier, because the
second location is at a greater distance from the interface.
Therefore, the O2 layer does not significantly interfere with
the electric field assisted hole tunneling, while improving the
ability of the engineered tunneling dielectric to block leakage
during low fields. These layers can be conformally deposited
using for example LPCVD

Other charge trapping materials and structures may be
employed, including for example silicon oxynitride (Si,-
O,N,), silicon-rich nitride, silicon-rich oxide, trapping layers
including embedded nano-particles and so on.

The dielectric layers can comprises a layer of silicon diox-
ide and can be formed by LPCVD or other wet conversion
from the nitride by a wet furnace oxidation process. Other
blocking dielectrics can include high-K materials like alumi-
num oxide.

The deposition techniques applied to form these layers of
BE-SONOS ONO films and channel material can be simply
carried out by conventional LPCVD process, which provides
excellent film quality and conformality required. On the other
hand, tools such as atomic layer deposition ALD tools can be
developed for these films.

A tunneling layer of silicon dioxide can be formed for
example using in-situ steam generation ISSG with optional
nitridation by either a post deposition NO anneal or by addi-
tion of NO to the ambient during deposition. Such tunneling
layers can be engineered with alternatives such as nitrided
oxide for improved endurance, and/or fluorine treatments for
improved interface state quality. Other low leakage oxides
such as Al,O; are possible.

The tunneling layer of silicon nitride, also referred to as a
tunneling nitride layer, can be formed for example using
low-pressure chemical vapor deposition LPCVD, using for
example dichlorosilane DCS and NH; precursors at 680
degrees C. In alternative processes, the tunneling nitride layer
comprises silicon oxynitride, made using a similar process
with an N, O precursor. Because of its thinness, the tunneling
layer of'silicon nitride is poor at storing charge. The tunneling
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layer of silicon nitride provides a low hole barrier height to
facilitate hole injection for -FN erasing. Various other mate-
rials, along with their valence band offsets with silicon are:
Si0, 4.4 eV, Si;N, 1.8 eV, Ta,O5 3.0 eV, BaTiO, 2.3 eV,
BaZrO,3.4eV,7r0,3.3eV,HfO,3.4eV,Al,0,4.9eV,Y,0,
3.6eV, 7ZrSi0, 3.4 eV. Si;N, has the lowest hole barrier height
with 1.8 eV, although other materials are possible.

The charge storage layer comprises silicon nitride formed
for example using LPCVD. Other charge trapping materials
and structures may be employed, including for example sili-
con oxynitride (Si,O,N,), silicon-rich nitride, silicon-rich
oxide, trapping layers including embedded nano-particles
and so on. A variety of charge trapping materials is described
in the above referenced U.S. Patent Application Publication
No. 2006/0261401 Al, entitled “Novel Low Power Non-
Volatile Memory and Gate Stack”, by Bhattacharyya, pub-
lished 23 Nov. 2006. High charge trapping efficiency alterna-
tives are oxynitride, silicon-rich nitride, embedded
nanoparticles, and HfO2.

In contrast with FIG. 5, FIG. 4 shows a noncomposite
tunneling dielectric layer comprising a layer of silicon diox-
ide 312 similar to the blocking dielectric layer in the layer
314, except thinner.

FIG. 6 is a perspective of an implementation of a 3D
vertical gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered
intervals.

Insulating material is removed from the drawing to expose
additional structure. For example, insulating layers are
removed between the conductive strips, in the ridge-shaped
stacks, and are removed between the ridge-shaped stacks of
conductive strips.

The multilayer array is formed on an insulating layer, and
includes a plurality of word lines 425-1, . . ., 425-n-1, 425-n
conformal with the plurality of ridge-shaped stacks, and
which act as word lines WLn, WLn-1,. .. WL1. The plurality
of ridge-shaped stacks includes conductive strips 412, 413,
414, 415. Conductive strips in the same plane are electrically
coupled together by stairstep structures.

The shown word line numbering, ascending from 1 to N
going from the back to the front of the overall structure,
applies to even memory pages. For odd memory pages, the
word line numbering descends from N to 1 going from the
back to the front of the overall structure.

Stairstep structures 412A, 413A, 414A, 415A terminate
conductive strips, such as conductive strips 412, 413, 414,
415. As illustrated, these stairstep structures 412A, 413A,
414A, 415A are electrically connected to different bit lines
for connection to decoding circuitry to select planes within
the array. These stairstep structures 412A, 413 A, 414A, 415A
can be patterned at the same time that the plurality of ridge-
shaped stacks are defined.

Stairstep structures 402B, 403B, 404B, 4058 terminate
conductive strips, such as conductive strips 402, 403, 404,
405. As illustrated, these stairstep structures 402B, 403B,
404B, 405B are electrically connected to different bit lines for
connection to decoding circuitry to select planes within the
array. These stairstep structures 402B, 403B, 404B, 405B can
be patterned at the same time that the plurality of ridge-
shaped stacks are defined.

Any given stack of conductive strips is coupled to either the
stairstep structures 412A, 413A, 414 A, 415A, or the stairstep
structures 4028, 403B, 4048, 405B, but not both. A stack of
conductive strips has one of the two opposite orientations of
bit line end-to-source line end orientation, or source line
end-to-bit line end orientation. For example, the stack of
conductive strips 412, 413, 414, 415 has bit line end-to-source

20

25

35

40

45

60

10

line end orientation; and the stack of conductive strips 402,
403, 404, 405 has source line end-to-bit line end orientation.

The stack of conductive strips 412, 413, 414, 415 is termi-
nated at one end by the stairstep structures 412A, 413A,
414A, 415A, passes through SSL. gate structure 419, gate
select line GSL 426, word lines 425-1 WL through 425-N
WL, gate select line GSL. 427, and terminated at the other end
by source line 428. The stack of conductive strips 412, 413,
414, 415 does not reach the stairstep structures 402B, 403B,
404B, 405B.

The stack of conductive strips 402, 403, 404, 405 is termi-
nated at one end by the stairstep structures 402B, 403B, 404B,
405B, passes through SSL gate structure 409, gate select line
GSL 427, word lines 425-N WL through 425-1 WL, gate
select line GSL 426, and terminated at the other end by a
source line (obscured by other parts of figure). The stack of
conductive strips 402, 403, 404, 405 does not reach the
stairstep structures 412A, 413A, 414A, 415A.

A layer of memory material separates the word lines 425-1
through 425-n, from the conductive strips 412-415 and 402-
405 as described in detail in prior figures. Ground select lines
GSL 426 and GSL 427 are conformal with the plurality of
ridge-shaped stacks, similar to the word lines.

Every stack of conductive strips is terminated at one end by
stairstep structures, and at the other end by a source line. For
example, the stack of conductive strips 412, 413, 414, 415 is
terminated at one end by stairstep structures 412A, 413A,
414A, 415A, and terminated on the other end by source line
428. At the near end of the figure, every other stack of con-
ductive strips is terminated by the stairstep structures 4028,
403B, 404B, 405B; and every other stack of conductive strips
is terminated by a separate source line. At the far end of the
figure, every other stack of conductive strips is terminated by
the stairstep structures 412A, 413A, 414A, 415A; and every
other stack of conductive strips is terminated by a separate
source line. Alternatively, every stack of conductive strips in
the same block can terminate at one end by the same stairstep
structure, and terminate at the other end with the same source
line.

Bit lines and string select lines are formed at the metals
layers M1, ML2, and ML3.

Transistors are formed between the stairstep structures
412A, 413 A, 414A and the word line 425-1. In the transistors,
the conductive strip (e.g. 413) acts as the channel region of the
device. SSL. gate structures (e.g. 419, 409) are patterned
during the same step that the word lines 425-1 through 425-n
are defined. A layer of silicide 426 can be formed along the
top surface of the word lines, the ground select lines, and over
the gate structures 429. The layer of memory material 415 can
act as the gate dielectric for the transistors. These transistors
act as string select gates coupled to decoding circuitry for
selecting particular ridge-shaped stacks in the array.

FIGS. 7-18 show a process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals,
of FIG. 2.

FIGS. 7 and 8 are respectively top and cross-section views
of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical gate
memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals. In the
top view of FIG. 7, cavities are etched in a stack of layers that
alternate between conductive and dielectric layers. FIG. 8
shows a cross-section view taken along the dashed line in
FIG. 7.

The etching process can be conducted using a hard mask
process. For example, the pattern can be created using a
photoresist and photo exposure using immersion 193 nm
lithography tools, over a dielectric film overlying the carbon
hard mask film. The photoresist pattern is then transferred
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onto the dielectric film by etching. The dielectric film will
serve as the hard mask for opening the sacrificial carbon hard
mask, and the sacrificial carbon hard mask will be used to
open the holes in the layers.

The etching can be done using a plasma etch recipe, for
example by using the combination of NF3, CH2F2, HBr, 02,
CH4, and He.

The etch leaves multiple stacks of strips 510, 512, 514, and
516 that alternate between conductive and dielectric strips (in
the direction running into the page). The multiple stacks of
strips 510, 512, 514, and 516 have strip layers including top
conductive strip layer 502, dielectric strip layer 504, conduc-
tive strip layer 506, and bottom dielectric strip layer 508.
Because the top layer of strips 510, 512, 514, and 516 is top
conductive strip layer 502, the top view of FIG. 7 shows
conductive material throughout.

FIGS. 9 and 10 are respectively top and cross-section views
of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical gate
memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals. In the
top view of FIG. 9, the cavities etched in FIGS. 7 and 8 are
partly filled with a charge storage structure. FIG. 10 shows a
cross-section view taken along the dashed line in FIG. 9. The
opposite sides of each cavity are filled with a charge storage
structure such as oxide-nitride-oxide (ONO) or oxide-nitride-
oxide-nitride-oxide (ONONO).

In FIG. 9, charge storage structures 136, 138, 140, 142,
144,146, 148, and 150 run along the length of the cavities, on
both sides of the cavities. Similarly, in FIG. 10, charge storage
structures 136, 138, 140, 142, 144, 146, 148, and 150 has a
depth dimension that runs from the top layer strips of the
multiple stacks of strips, to the bottom layer strips of the
multiple stacks of strips. The charge storage structure adja-
cent to respective conductive strips in the multiple stacks of
strips stores charge which alters the bias to be applied in order
to cause current flow in the proximate part of the conductive
strip. The adjacent vertical gate column which applies the bias
is formed in a subsequent step.

FIGS. 11 and 12 are respectively top and cross-section
views of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.
In the top view of FIG. 11, the cavities etched in FIGS. 7 and
8, and partly filled with charge storage structures in FIGS. 9
and 10, are filled with vertical gate material 108,110, 12,114,
and 116.

In one embodiment, the vertical gate material is the same
material as the material in the conductive strips of the mul-
tiple strip stacks. In other embodiments, although the vertical
gate material is a conductive material described as suitable for
the conductive strips of the multiple strip stacks, the vertical
gate material is different from the conductive material in the
conductive strips of the multiple strip stacks. In further
embodiments, the vertical gate material can be a metal.

FIG. 12 shows a cross-section view taken along the dashed
line in FIG. 11. The unfilled remainder of each cavity formed
in FIGS. 7 and 8 is filled with vertical gate material 108, 110,
12,114, and 116.

InFIG. 11, vertical gate material 108,110,12,114,and 116
runs along the middles of the cavities formed in FIG. 7.
Similarly, in FIG. 12, charge storage structures 136, 138, 140,
142, 144, 146, 148, and 150 has a depth dimension that runs
from the top layer strips of the multiple stacks of strips, to the
bottom layer strips of the multiple stacks of strips. The adja-
cent vertical gate material applies bias which may cause
current flow in the proximate part of the conductive strip,
depending on the charge stored in the intervening charge
storage structure. The vertical gate material is separated into
multiple vertical gate columns in a subsequent step.
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FIGS. 13 and 14 are respectively top and cross-section
views of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.
In the top view of FIG. 13, the vertical gate material formed in
FIGS. 11 and 12 is etched away selectively into multiple
vertical gate columns. In FIGS. 13 and 14, the charge storage
structure adjacent to the etched vertical gate material is also
etched. However, in other embodiments, the charge storage
structure adjacent to the etched vertical gate material remains
unetched; the multiple vertical gate columns are electrically
decoupled from each other. FIG. 14 shows a cross-section
view taken along the dashed line in FIG. 13.

In FIG. 13, etched cavities such as cavities 162, 164, 166,
and 168 are centered about the vertical gate material. Con-
secutively adjacent strips of vertical gate material can be
labeled as alternating between even vertical gate material
strips and odd vertical gate material strips. Horizontal rows of
cavities alternate between a row of cavities centered about
even vertical gate material strips, and a row of cavities cen-
tered about odd vertical gate material strips. As a result, the
cavities in neighboring rows of cavities are staggered relative
to each other. The cavities in different rows of cavities cen-
tered about even vertical gate material strips are aligned with
each other, and the cavities in different rows of cavities cen-
tered about odd vertical gate material strips are aligned with
each other.

In FIG. 14, etched cavities such as cavities 162, 164, and
166 have a depth dimension that runs from the top layer strips
of'the multiple stacks of strips, to the bottom layer strips of the
multiple stacks of strips. Cavities are formed by etching away
every other vertical gate material strip.

FIGS. 15 and 16 are respectively top and cross-section
views of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.
In the top view of FIG. 15, the cavities etched in FIGS. 13 and
14 are filled with dielectric material such as dielectric col-
umns 172,174, 176, and 178.

In one embodiment, the dielectric material is the same
material as the material in the dielectric strips of the multiple
strip stacks. In other embodiments, although the dielectric
material is an insulating material described as suitable for the
dielectric strips of the multiple strip stacks, the dielectric
material formed in FIGS. 15 and 16 is different from the
dielectric material in the insulating strips of the multiple strip
stacks.

In FIG. 15, dielectric material fills the cavities formed in
FIGS. 13 and 14. FIG. 16 shows a cross-section view taken
along the dashed line in FIG. 15. Similarly, in FIG. 16, dielec-
tric columns 172, 174, and 176 have a depth dimension that
runs from the top layer strips of the multiple stacks of strips,
to the bottom layer strips of the multiple stacks of strips. The
dielectric columns electrically isolate adjacent vertical gate
columns—that had formerly been a single contiguous strip of
vertical gate material—from each other. The dielectric col-
umns are staggered relative to each other in the same manner
as described for the etched cavities in FIGS. 13 and 14.

The vertical gate columns 190, 192, 194, 196, and 198 are
gates for string select devices. The remaining vertical gate
columns are gates for nonvolatile memory devices.

FIG. 17 is a top view of a step in the process flow of making
the 3D vertical gate memory array with vertical gates at
staggered intervals. In the top view of FIG. 17, conductive
plugs such as conductive plugs 180 and 182 are formed to
assist electrical coupling between the formed vertical gate
columns and the subsequently formed word lines and string
select lines.
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FIG. 18 is atop view of a step in the process flow of making
the 3D vertical gate memory array with vertical gates at
staggered intervals. In the top view of FIG. 18, word lines
103, 104, 105, 106, and 107 are formed to electrically couple
to conductive plugs formed in FIG. 17, such that the word
lines 103, 104, 105, 106, and 107 are electrically coupled to
the vertical gate columns of nonvolatile memory cells.

String select lines 184 are formed to electrically couple to
conductive plugs formed in FIG. 17, such that the string select
lines 184 are electrically coupled to the vertical gate columns
of string select transistors that select one or more of the
multiple stacks of strips.

The string select lines 184 and the word lines 103, 104, 105,
106, and 107 are positioned at difterent metal levels and have
perpendicular orientations. In other embodiments, the string
select lines 184 and the word lines 103, 104, 105, 106, and
107 are positioned at the same metal level and/or have parallel
orientations.

FIGS. 19-28 show a process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals,
of FIG. 3.

FIGS. 19 and 20 are respectively top and cross-section
views of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.
In the top view of FIG. 19, cavities are etched in a stack of
layers that alternate between conductive and dielectric layers.
FIG. 20 shows a cross-section view taken along the dashed
line in FIG. 19.

The etching process can be conducted using a hard mask
process. For example, the pattern can be created using a
photoresist and photo exposure using immersion 193 nm
lithography tools, over a dielectric film overlying the carbon
hard mask film. The photoresist pattern is then transferred
onto the dielectric film by etching. The dielectric film will
serve as the hard mask for opening the sacrificial carbon hard
mask, and the sacrificial carbon hard mask will be used to
open the holes in the layers.

The etching can be done using a plasma etch recipe, for
example by using the combination of NF3, CH2F2, HBr, 02,
CH4, and He.

The etch leaves multiple stacks of strips 610, 612, 614, and
616 that alternate between conductive and dielectric strips (in
the direction running into the page). The multiple stacks of
strips 610, 612, 614, and 616 have strip layers including top
conductive strip layer 602, dielectric strip layer 604, conduc-
tive strip layer 606, and bottom dielectric strip layer 608.
Because the top layer of strips 610, 612, 614, and 616 is top
conductive strip layer 602, the top view of FIG. 19 shows
conductive material throughout.

The etch in FIGS. 19 and 20 can be, though is not required
to be, narrower than the etch in FIGS. 7 and 8. The etch in
FIGS. 7 and 8 forms cavities that accommodate charge stor-
age structures, whereas the etch in FIGS. 19 and 20 forms
cavities that do not accommodate charge storage structures.

FIGS. 21 and 22 are respectively top and cross-section
views of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.
Inthe top view of FIG. 21, the cavities etched in FIGS. 19 and
20 are filled with dielectric material such as dielectric strip
columns 218, 220, 222, 224, and 226.

In one embodiment, the dielectric material is the same
material as the material in the dielectric strips of the multiple
strip stacks. In other embodiments, although the dielectric
material is an insulating material described as suitable for the
dielectric strips of the multiple strip stacks, the dielectric
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material formed in FIGS. 21 and 22 is different from the
dielectric material in the insulating strips of the multiple strip
stacks.

In FIG. 21, dielectric material fills the cavities formed in
FIGS. 19 and 20. FIG. 22 shows a cross-section view taken
along the dashed line in FIG. 21. In FIG. 22, dielectric strip
columns 218, 220, 222, 224, and 226 have a depth dimension
that runs from the top layer strips of the multiple stacks of
strips, to the bottom layer strips of the multiple stacks of
strips. The dielectric material in the dielectric columns elec-
trically isolates adjacent vertical gate columns, to be formed
subsequently.

FIGS. 23 and 24 are respectively top and cross-section
views of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.
In the top view of FIG. 23, the dielectric material formed in
FIGS. 21 and 22 is etched away selectively into multiple
dielectric columns. Strip stack material adjacent to the dielec-
tric material is also etched away. Sufficient strip stack mate-
rial adjacent to the dielectric material is etched, in order to
allow for sufficient room for subsequent formation of charge
storage structures and vertical gate columns. For this reason,
the cavities may be, although are not required to be, larger
than the cavities etched in FIGS. 13 and 14.

In FIG. 23, etched cavities such as cavities 262, 266, and
268 are centered about the dielectric material formed in FIGS.
21 and 22. Consecutively adjacent strips of dielectric material
can be labeled as alternating between even dielectric material
strips and odd dielectric material strips. Horizontal rows of
cavities alternate between a row of cavities centered about
even dielectric material strips, and a row of cavities centered
about odd dielectric material strips. As a result, the cavities in
neighboring rows of cavities are staggered relative to each
other. The cavities in different rows of cavities centered about
even dielectric material strips are aligned with each other, and
the cavities in different rows of cavities centered about odd
dielectric material strips are aligned with each other.

In FIG. 24, etched cavities such as cavities 262, 264, and
266 have a depth dimension that runs from the top layer strips
of'the multiple stacks of strips, to the bottom layer strips of the
multiple stacks of strips. Cavities are formed by etching away
every other dielectric material strip, and strip stack material
adjacent to the dielectric material.

FIGS. 25 and 26 are respectively top and cross-section
views of a step in the process flow of making the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.
In the top view of FIG. 25, the cavities etched in FIGS. 23 and
24 are filled with concentric charge storage structures and
vertical gate columns as shown in FIGS. 4 and 5. Each non-
volatile memory device has a curved channel, a curved charge
storage structure, and a curved gate.

FIG. 26 shows a cross-section view taken along the dashed
line in FIG. 25. Because the inner vertical gate columns are
formed in the high aspect ratio cavity rather than etched away
from a high aspect ratio cavity, the risk of unwanted poly
traces from incomplete etching is decreased. The risk of
unwanted shorts from the vertical gate columns is limited to
isolating the top surfaces from each other.

In FIG. 26, charge storage structures and vertical gate
columns 272, 274, and 276 have a depth dimension that runs
from the top layer strips of the multiple stacks of strips, to the
bottom layer strips of the multiple stacks of strips. The charge
storage structure adjacent to respective conductive strips in
the multiple stacks of strips stores charge which alters the bias
to be applied in order to cause current flow in the proximate
part of the conductive strip.
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In FIG. 26, the vertical gate columns 290, 292, 294, 296,
and 298 are gates for string select devices. Vertical gate col-
umns 290, 292, 294, 296, and 298 have an exterior liner of
dielectric material to electrically decouple vertical gate col-
umns 290, 292, 294, 296, and 298 from conductive strips in
the adjacent strip stacks.

FIG. 27 is atop view of a step in the process flow of making
the 3D vertical gate memory array with vertical gates at
staggered intervals. In the top view of FIG. 27, conductive
plugs such as conductive plugs 280 and 282 are formed to
assist electrical coupling between the formed vertical gate
columns and the subsequently formed word lines and string
select lines.

FIG. 28 is atop view of a step in the process flow of making
the 3D vertical gate memory array with vertical gates at
staggered intervals. In the top view of FIG. 28, word lines
203, 204, 205, 206, and 207 are formed to electrically couple
to conductive plugs formed in FIG. 27, such that the word
lines 203, 204, 205, 206, and 207 are electrically coupled to
the vertical gate columns of nonvolatile memory cells.

String select lines 284 are formed to electrically couple to
conductive plugs formed in FIG. 27, such that the string select
lines 284 are electrically coupled to the vertical gate columns
of string select transistors that select one or more of the
multiple stacks of strips.

The string select lines 284 and the word lines 203, 204, 205,
206, and 207 are positioned at different metal levels and have
perpendicular orientations. In other embodiments, the string
select lines 284 and the word lines 203, 204, 205, 206, and
207 are positioned at the same metal level and/or have parallel
orientations.

FIGS. 29-31 show bias arrangements applied to the word
lines for performing memory operations on the 3D vertical
gate memory array with vertical gates at staggered intervals.

In FIG. 29, word line 105 accesses the memory cell
selected for a read operation. The selected memory cell
includes charge storage structure 710. Word line 105 applies
a read bias Vread to the vertical gates electrically coupled to
word line 105. An example Vread bias is greater than OV and
less than 6V.

The string select line circuitry 184 applies string select
signals to select the strip stack including the selected memory
cell, and to deselect other strip stacks. String select line cir-
cuitry 184 applies string select signals via vertical gate col-
umns 190, 192, 194, 196, and 198. To select the strip stack
including top conductive strip 130, and deselect the strip
stacks including top conductive strips 128, 132, and 134, the
vertical gate columns 192 and 194 turn on proximate parts of
the strip stack including top conductive strip 130. Remaining
vertical gate columns 190, 196, and 198 do not apply an on
bias.

Word lines 104 and 106 on opposite adjacent sides of word
line 105 apply an off bias Voff to turn off parasitic currents
712 and 714 in the strip stack including top conductive strip
130. An example Voff bias is less than OV. The off bias is
applied by vertical gate columns electrically coupled to word
lines 104 and 106, to parts of strip stacks proximate to the
vertical gate columns electrically coupled to word lines 104
and 106.

Remaining word lines 103 and 107 apply a pass bias Vpass
to turn on parts of strip stacks proximate to the vertical gate
columns electrically coupled to word lines 103 and 107. An
example Vpass bias is greater than 6V.

In combination, the biases of the read bias arrangement
cause a read current to flow in the strip stack including top
conductive strip 130. Layer select circuitry selects the correct
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conductive strip in the selected strip stack. An example of
layer select circuitry is shown in FIG. 6.

In FIG. 30, word line 105 accesses the memory cell
selected for a program operation. The selected memory cell
includes charge storage structure 720. Word line 105 applies
a program bias Vprogram to the vertical gates electrically
coupled to word line 105. An example Vprogram bias is an
ISPP series of pulses up to 25V.

The string select line circuitry 184 applies string select
signals to select the strip stack including the selected memory
cell, and to deselect other strip stacks. String select line cir-
cuitry 184 applies string select signals via vertical gate col-
umns 190, 192, 194, 196, and 198. To select the strip stack
including top conductive strip 130, and deselect the strip
stacks including top conductive strips 128, 132, and 134, the
vertical gate columns 192 and 194 turn on proximate parts of
the strip stack including top conductive strip 130. Remaining
vertical gate columns 190, 196, and 198 do not apply an on
bias. The conductive strips, or bit lines, in the selected strip
stack are biased at OV, for example. The conductive strips, or
bit lines, in the unselected strip stacks are biased at Vcc, for
example.

Word lines 103, 104, 106, and 107 apply a pass bias Vpass
to turn on parts of strip stacks proximate to the vertical gate
columns electrically coupled to word lines 103,104, 106, and
107. An example Vpass bias is over 9V for a self-boosting
program inhibit effect.

Incombination, the biases of the program bias arrangement
cause a program current to flow in the strip stack including top
conductive strip 130, and cause charge movement into the
charge storage structure 720 of the selected memory cell.
Layer select circuitry selects the correct conductive strip in
the selected strip stack.

In FIG. 31, word lines 103-107 access all of the memory
cells in a memory block for an erase operation. Word lines
103-107 apply an erase bias Verase to the vertical gates elec-
trically coupled to word lines 103-107. An example Verase
bias is —9V.

The string select line circuitry 184 applies string select
signals to select all strip stacks. String select line circuitry 184
applies string select signals via vertical gate columns 190,
192, 194, 196, and 198. To select all strip stacks, the vertical
gate columns 190, 192, 194, 196, and 198 turn on proximate
parts of the strip stacks. The conductive strips, or bit lines, in
the strip stacks are biased at 11V, for example, along with the
common source line at the bottom of the array electrically
coupled to all conductive strips in all strip stacks.

In alternative bias arrangement, an example Vpass bias is
0V; and the conductive strips, or bit lines, in the strip stacks
and the common source line are biased at 20V. In either case,
the voltage difference between the word lines and the strip
stacks is —20V.

Incombination, the biases of the program bias arrangement
cause an erase current to flow in all strip stacks, and remove or
cancel net charge previously programmed into the charge
storage structure of the memory cells in the memory block.
Layer select circuitry selects all conductive strips in all strip
stacks.

Other examples of erase operations are disclosed in U.S.
Provisional Application No. 62/036,203 filed on 12 Aug.
2014, incorporated by reference herein.

Bias arrangements similar to FIGS. 29-31 can be applied to
the 3D vertical gate memory array of FIG. 3.

In such embodiments, gate injection is favored over chan-
nel injection due to the higher electric field from the higher
curvature of the gate compared to the channel. One embodi-
ment uses —FN electron programming and +FN hole erase for
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p-channel NAND devices. However, channel injection and/or
n-channel devices are also possible.

FIG. 32 is a simplified block diagram of an integrated
circuit memory having a 3D vertical gate memory array with
vertical gates at staggered intervals.

The integrated circuit line 975 includes a 3D NAND flash
memory array 960, implemented as described herein with a
staggered vertical gate structure, on a semiconductor sub-
strate. A row decoder 961 is coupled to a plurality of word
lines 962, and arranged along rows in the memory array 960.
A column decoder 963 is coupled to a plurality of bit lines 964
(or SSL lines as described above) arranged along columns in
the memory array 960 for reading and programming data
from the memory cells in the array 960. A plane decoder 958
is coupled to a plurality of planes in the memory array 960 via
SSL lines 959 (or bit lines as described above). Addresses are
supplied on bus 965 to column decoder 963, row decoder 961
and plane decoder 958. Sense amplifiers and data-in struc-
tures in block 966 are coupled to the column decoder 963 in
this example via data bus 967. Data is supplied via the data-in
line 971 from input/output ports on the integrated circuit 975
or from other data sources internal or external to the inte-
grated circuit 975, to the data-in structures in block 966. In the
illustrated embodiment, other circuitry 974 is included on the
integrated circuit, such as a general purpose processor or
special purpose application circuitry, or a combination of
modules providing system-on-a-chip functionality supported
by the NAND flash memory cell array. Data is supplied via
the data-out line 972 from the sense amplifiers in block 966 to
input/output ports on the integrated circuit 975, or to other
data destinations internal or external to the integrated circuit
975.

A controller implemented in this example using bias
arrangement state machine 969 controls the application of
bias arrangement supply voltage generated or provided
through the voltage supply or supplies in block 968, such as
read, erase, program, erase verify and program verify volt-
ages. The controller can be implemented using special-pur-
pose logic circuitry as known in the art. In alternative embodi-
ments, the controller comprises a general-purpose processor,
which may be implemented on the same integrated circuit,
which executes a computer program to control the operations
of the device. In yet other embodiments, a combination of
special-purpose logic circuitry and a general-purpose proces-
sor may be utilized for implementation of the controller. The
bias arrangement state machine 969 is configured to perform
memory operations including erase, program, and read, such
as aread operation by applying a read bias to a selected one of
the plurality of word lines, and applying an off bias to two
word lines of the plurality of word lines adjacent to the
selected one of the plurality of word lines on opposite sides of
the selected one of the plurality of word lines.

The memory array 960 can comprise charge trapping
memory cells configured to store multiple bits per cell, by the
establishment of multiple program levels that correspond to
amounts of charge stored, which in turn establish memory
cell threshold voltages V.

While the present invention is disclosed by reference to the
preferred embodiments and examples detailed above, it is to
be understood that these examples are intended in an illustra-
tive rather than in a limiting sense. It is contemplated that
modifications and combinations will readily occur to those
skilled in the art, which modifications and combinations will
be within the spirit of the invention and the scope of the
following claims.
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What is claimed is:
1. A memory device, comprising:
a plurality of stacks of conductive strips having a depth
direction along which adjacent conductive strips in a
same stack are separated by dielectric material;
a plurality of word lines over and orthogonal to the plural-
ity of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality of word
lines electrically coupled to a plurality of vertical gate
columns acting as gates controlling current flow in the
plurality of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality of
word lines including a first word line and a second word
line adjacent to each other; and
the plurality of vertical gate columns between the plurality
of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality of vertical
gate columns including a first set of vertical gate col-
umns electrically coupled to the first word line and a
second set of vertical gate columns electrically coupled
to the second word line, the first set of vertical gate
columns staggered relative to the second set of vertical
gate columns,
wherein at a first position along the plurality of word
lines, the first word line overlies a first dielectric
region and overlies none of the first set of vertical gate
columns, and the second word line overlies one of the
second set of vertical gate columns, and

wherein at a second position along the plurality of word
lines, the first word line overlies one of the first set of
vertical gate columns, and the second word line over-
lies a second dielectric region and overlies none of the
second set of vertical gate columns,

wherein the first dielectric region and the second dielec-
tric region have thicknesses in the depth direction that
exceed a combined thickness in the depth direction of
at least two of the conductive strips in the same stack;
and

control circuitry controlling the plurality of word lines as
gates to control current flow in the plurality of stacks of
conductive strips, and controlling nonvolatile memory
operations.

2. The memory device of claim 1, wherein the plurality of
vertical gate columns has a first pitch greater than a second
pitch of the plurality of word lines.

3. The memory device of claim 1, wherein the first set of
vertical gate columns is staggered relative to the second set of
vertical gate columns, such that the first set of vertical gate
columns is separated by a first set of gate column gaps along
the first word line, the second set of vertical gate columns is
separated by a second set of gate column gaps along the
second word line, the first set of vertical gate columns adja-
cent to the second set of gate column gaps, the second set of
vertical gate columns adjacent to the first set of gate column
gaps.

4. The memory device of claim 1, wherein the plurality of
vertical gate columns have curved exterior surfaces.

5. The memory device of claim 1, further comprising a
plurality of curved charge storage layers surrounding the
plurality of vertical gate columns.

6. The memory device of claim 5, wherein adjacent stacks
of the plurality of stacks are separated by a volume having a
length, and the volume alternates along the length between (i)
dielectric fill and (ii) one of the plurality of vertical gate
columns surrounded by one of the plurality of curved charge
storage layers.

7. The memory device of claim 1, further comprising a
plurality of flat charge storage layers on opposite sides of the
plurality of vertical gate columns.
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8. The memory device of claim 7, wherein adjacent stacks
of the plurality of stacks are separated by a volume having a
length, and the volume alternates along the length between (i)
dielectric fill and (ii) one of the plurality of vertical gate
columns having flat charge storage layers on opposite sides of
the plurality of vertical gate columns.
9. The memory device of claim 1, wherein the control
circuitry performs a read operation by applying a read bias to
a selected one of the plurality of word lines, and applying an
off bias to another word line of the plurality of word lines
adjacent to the selected one of the plurality of word lines.
10. The memory device of claim 1, wherein the control
circuitry performs a read operation by applying a read bias to
a selected one of the plurality of word lines, and applying an
off bias to two word lines of the plurality of word lines
adjacent to the selected one of the plurality of word lines on
opposite sides of the selected one of the plurality of word
lines.
11. A method, comprising:
forming a plurality of stacks of conductive strips having a
depth dimension along which adjacent conductive strips
in a same stack are separated by dielectric material, the
plurality of stacks separated by a plurality of gaps;

forming a plurality of word lines over and orthogonal to the
plurality of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality of
word lines electrically coupled to a plurality of vertical
gate columns acting as gates controlling current flow in
the plurality of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality
of word lines including a first word line and a second
word line adjacent to each other;

forming the plurality of vertical gate columns between the

plurality of stacks of conductive strips, the plurality of

vertical gate columns including a first set of vertical gate

columns electrically coupled to the first word line and a

second set of vertical gate columns electrically coupled

to the second word line, the first set of vertical gate

columns staggered relative to the second set of vertical

gate columns,

wherein at a first position along the plurality of word
lines, the first word line overlies a first dielectric
region and overlies none of the first set of vertical gate
columns, and the second word line overlies one of the
second set of vertical gate columns, and

wherein at a second position along the plurality of word
lines, the first word line overlies one of the first set of
vertical gate columns, and the second word line over-
lies a second dielectric region and overlies none of the
second set of vertical gate columns,

wherein the first dielectric region and the second dielec-
tric region have thicknesses in the depth direction that
exceed a combined thickness in the depth direction of
at least two of the conductive strips in the same stack;
and

forming control circuitry controlling the plurality of word

lines as gates to control current flow in the plurality of
stacks of conductive strips and to control nonvolatile
memory operations.
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12. The method of claim 11, wherein the plurality of ver-
tical gate columns has a first pitch greater than a second pitch
of' the plurality of word lines.

13. The method of claim 11, further comprising:

forming charge storage layers and gate material in the

plurality of gaps;

etching the gate material to leave the plurality of vertical

gate columns separated by a plurality of holes; and
forming dielectric in the plurality of holes.

14. The method of claim 11, further comprising:

forming dielectric in the plurality of gaps;

etching the dielectric and pluralities of stacks of conductive

strips to form cavities centered in the dielectric in
between the stacks of conductive strips;

forming the plurality of vertical gate columns in the cavi-

ties.

15. The method of claim 11, wherein the first set of vertical
gate columns is staggered relative to the second set of vertical
gate columns, such that the first set of vertical gate columns is
separated by a first set of gate column gaps along the first
word line, the second set of vertical gate columns is separated
by a second set of gate column gaps along the second word
line, the first set of vertical gate columns adjacent to the
second set of gate column gaps, the second set of vertical gate
columns adjacent to the first set of gate column gaps.

16. The method of claim 11, wherein the plurality of ver-
tical gate columns have curved exterior surfaces.

17. The method of claim 11, further comprising a plurality
of curved charge storage layers surrounding the plurality of
vertical gate columns.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein adjacent stacks of the
plurality of stacks are separated by a volume having a length,
and the volume alternates along the length between (i) dielec-
tric fill and (i1) one of the plurality of vertical gate columns
surrounded by one of the plurality of curved charge storage
layers.

19. The method of claim 11, further comprising a plurality
of flat charge storage layers on opposite sides of the plurality
of vertical gate columns.

20. The method of claim 19, wherein adjacent stacks of the
plurality of stacks are separated by a volume having a length,
and the volume alternates along the length between (i) dielec-
tric fill and (i1) one of the plurality of vertical gate columns
having flat charge storage layers on opposite sides of the
plurality of vertical gate columns.

21. The memory device of claim 11, wherein the control
circuitry performs a read operation by applying a read bias to
a selected one of the plurality of word lines, and applying an
off bias to another word line of the plurality of word lines
adjacent to the selected one of the plurality of word lines.

22. The memory device of claim 11, wherein the control
circuitry performs a read operation by applying a read bias to
a selected one of the plurality of word lines, and applying an
off bias to two word lines of the plurality of word lines
adjacent to the selected one of the plurality of word lines on
opposite sides of the selected one of the plurality of word
lines.



